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Is the important book about the literature
of the GDR which everyone has been waiting
for since the late sixties finally here?

1

GDR Bulletin, Vol. 2 [1976], Iss. 2, Art. 8

- 11 -

Has the book with a consistent methodology,
with a solid theoretical foundation, with
detailed substantive historical analysis of
GDR literature arrived? Do we finally have
that volume which transcends thinly veneered
p o l i t i c a l polemics, which transcends expanded
collections of book reviews, and which transcends those few excellent (even i f limited)
studies by Jager, Schivelbusch, Trommler, or
Hermand toward a more complete historical
c r i t i c a l analysis of GDR literature? If we
are to believe Hans-Jiirgen Schmitt, Einfuhrung
etc• i s that book of our dreams: "Dieser Band
stellt die erste Gemeinschaftsarbeit westdeutscher Literaturwissenschaftier iiber die
Literatur der DDR dar. Er will mit Einzelbeitragen Ansatze der DDR-Literatur und ihrer
Funktionen im sozialistischen Gesellschaftssystem liefera." (Cover)
Not judging the book by i t s cover, we find
that i t is no more than a quite standard
collection of essays, divided roughly into
two parts. The f i r s t five essays deal with
the development of socialist literary theory
(and aesthetics), as well as the manifestation of these theories in the light of the
cultural-political history of the GDR. Of
these, Schmitt's own contributions are most
significant. One presents a c r i t i c a l discussion of the major aspects of the "realism
debate" of the thirties in which the importance of those conceptual bourgeois proletarian arguments toward an understanding of
socialist literary theory as i t developed
normatively in the GDR i s made explicit.
Schmitt's other contribution outlines briefly
and informatively the much overlooked and
undervalued function of the author's role in
the GDR's production relationships.
The other essays in the f i r s t section,
"Aspekte praskriptiver Asthetik" (Marcel
Struwe/Jorg Villwock), "Parteilichkeit und
kiinstlerischer Standpunkt" (Peter V. Zima),
and "Die Klassikideologie in Kultur-, Wissenschaf ts-und Literaturpolitik" (Jiirgen Scharfschwerdt), are significant attempts to categorize the functional principles of the relationships between aesthetic and social theory
in the GDR. As such, they will present d i f f i culty to the general reader since the authors'
own aesthetic and social assumptions are frequently (especially with Struwe and Villwock)
not adequately delineated from the already
complex subjects of analysis. This results
in the lamentable fact that in order to understand these essays thoroughly enough to utilize
https://newprairiepress.org/gdr/vol2/iss2/8
them
in one's own work, the reader must know
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as much (or more) about the subject of analysis
as the author. This condition brings the exercise to the border of redundancy, at best.
The second part of the book i s composed of four
essays along the traditional divisions of lyric
poetry (Harald Hartung), drama (Gerhard Kaiser),
and prose — one on pre-195^ industrial novels
(Lutz W. Wolff), and a reprint of Frank Trommler' s prose/Bitterfeld essay from Basis 3 ( l y 7 2 ) .
None of these essays are exhaustive in scope,
so that the much anticipated total picture of
each genre is s t i l l lacking. Actually, for an
"introduction" of the type promised on the cover,
these essays, especially those on lyric poetry
and drama, are no better than the corresponding
sections of Francke's Kindler volume or Raddatz's Tendenzen. These latter books, in fact,
present significantly more substantive information. But even the c r i t i c a l perspectives of
Hartung's and Kaiser's essays are disappointing.
Hartung's c r i t i c a l consideration of the existing
secondary literature, as well as the historical
integration of cultural-politics and lyric
poetry are wholly insufficient. He further
f a i l s to establish a significant discussion
of the connection of GDR lyrics to previous
German traditions by assuming general knowledge of an important but l i t t l e investigated
aspect of GDR lyric poetry.
Kaiser's effort on drama provides a concise
explication of the cultural-political formalism/realism controversy (i.e. the pro-Brecht/
anti-3recht traditions in the GDR theater),
as well as a precise summary and critique of
the available secondary literature within and
outside the GDR. But even as an introduction
to a history of the GDR drama, the essay lacks
the necessary substantive foundation to do
more than scratch the surface.
The essays on prose, on the other hand, combine
to give us some semblance of what the cover
promises. Trommler's study, well known by now,
provides, in connection with Wolff's lengthy
descriptive/critical study, a solid foundation
for the investigation of the "theory, history,
and function" of GDR prose.
In his introduction, Hans-Jiirgen Schmitt sternly
criticizes the existing books on the literature
of the GDR for their sketchiness, their lack of
consistency, and their lack of scholarly serious
intent. Except for the latter aspect (Einfuhrung
is indeed a serious book), i t would not be unfair
to categorize Schmitt's introductory comments on
the existing literature as unintended, but applicable anticipatory self criticism.
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